THEODORE DREISER

aimed at Dreiser the first of its attacks on bold and original
books. He did not publish another novel for ten years.

Those years saw him increasingly settled in his permanent
place in American fiction, in spite of numerous hostile critics
and much public disapproval. It came to be looked upon as
his merit that, concerned with wisdom as he was, he lacked
the dexterous knowingness of popular story-writers. Not only
had he never allowed any one else to make up his mind for
him regarding the significance and aims and obligations of
mankind, but he had never finally made up his mind him-
self. A large dubitancy colored all his reflections. "All we
know is that we cannot know/' The only law about which
men could be reasonably certain was the law of change. Jus-
tice was "an occasional compromise struck in an eternal bat-
tle." Virtue and honesty were "a system of weights and
measures, balances struck between man and man." Prudence
no less than philosophy demanded that men hold themselves
constantly in readiness to discard their ancient creeds and
habits and step valiantly round the corner beyond which
reality would have drifted even while they were building their
houses on what seemed the primeval and eternal rock. Tides
of change, Dreiser made it appear, rise from deeps below
deeps, cosmic winds of change blow from boundless chaos;
mountains, in the long geologic seasons, shift and flow like
clouds; and the everlasting heavens may some day be shat-
tered by the explosion or pressure of new circumstances.
Somewhere in the scheme man stands punily on what may
be an Ararat rising out of the abyss or only a promontory of
the moment sinking back again; there all his strength is
devoted to a dim struggle for survival. How in this flickering
universe shall man claim for himself the honors of any im-
portant antiquity or any important destiny? What, in this
vast accident, does human dignity amount to?

For a philosopher with views so wide it is difficult to be
a dramatist or a novelist. If he is consistent the most porten-